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T H E  M E D E S  ISLES, PARADISE 
AROUND T H E  CORNER 
THE WATERS OF THE MEDES ISLES -LOCATED OFF THE 
TOWN OF L'ESTARTIT- ARE AMONGST THE BEST-STUDIED IN 
THE MEDITERRANEAN. RESEARCH AS BEEN GOING ON 
THERE FOR MANY YEARS AND THE ALGA, INVERTEBRATE 
AND FISH POPULATIONS HAVE BEEN CATALOGUED. TODAY, 
THESE STUDIES PROVIDE VALUABLE INFORMATION ABOUT 
THE DYNAMICS OF MEDITERRANEAN MARINE ECOSYSTEMS. 
nyone who visits the town of 
I'Estartit in spring or autumn with 
l the idea that, like other tourist -
towns of the Costa Brava, it will be al- 
most empty, with shops and hotels 
closed and the port occupied only by the 
fishermen's boats, is in for a big sur- 
prise. I'Estartit out of season has as many 
tourists as in the summer, if not more, 
and the reason for this are the islands 
that give the impression of being almost 
within arm's reach of the coast. The 
great majority of the tourists filling the 
town are divers hoping to discover the 
'fabulous underwater world some friend 
has spoken of to them, or else returning 
to the wonderful spots they themselves 
discovered on a previous occasion. 
There are lots of Germans, French and 
Italians, possibly belonging to some or- 
ganised trip, and al1 with a single objec- 
tive: to dive in the waters of the Medes 
Isles. 
The Medes are a small group of islands, 
a marine prolongation of the Montgrí 
massif, lying close to land (one kilome- 
tre at the closest point), just in front of 
(and to the east ofl the town of I'Estartit, 
in the Baix Empordb region. There are 
two principal islands, the Meda Gran, 
with an area of nineteen hectares and a 
maximum height (at the base of the 
lighthouse) of 76 metres, and the Meda 
Xica, with an area of 3.7 hectares and a 
maximum height of 67 metres; half a 
dozen very small islets, some of them 
almost impregnable on account of their 
column-like shape (el Cavall Bernat, el 
Medallot), complete the archipelago. 
From the geological point of view the 
archipelago is  basically secondary 
(Cretaceous), with Karstified limestone 
materials that have been extensively 
worn down by marine and wind ero- 
sion, giving an uneven relief, a rugged 
coastline, and many typical structures: 
faults, hanging valleys, underwater 
caves and caves that open to the exterior, 
etc. Josep Pla, repeating the stories he 
heard from local fishermen (and igno- 
rant of geology!), wrote: "Popular tradi- 
tion ... has it that the islands are 
crossed by caves, tunnels and galleries, 
with perforations that go from one end 
t to another until it seems ... that the is- 
lands are supported on granite col- 
umns". 
The islands' climate, because of their 
proximity, is the same as that on the 
mainland, with a certain moderation of 
the extremes and with the always con- 
siderable influence of the winds and the 
sea spray on the landscape and the 
land-dwelling populations. The plant 
life that has developed, however, is 
very different from what it must have 
been originally, due both to human in- 
fluence and to the accumulation of or- 
ganic and inorganic matter brought by 
the many birds, especially the gulls. 
Thus the groves of wild olive-trees, the 
potential vegetation of the Meda Gran, 
are only very limited there. The domi- 
nant plant communities today are made 
up of couch-grass with gardener's 
balm (Astragalo-Senecionetum car- 
pobrotetosum), which covers the whole 
of the upper platform; the meadow fes- 
cue-grass (Brachypodetium phoenicoi- 
dis), the Dauco-Chrimetum, on the 
ledges of the steep cliffs, relatively protec- 
ted from the sea-spray, and the salt- 
loving and ornithocoprophilous plant 
communities on the east-facing cliffs, 
more exposed to the sea and densely 
colonised by sea birds. The gardener's 
balm is an exotic succulent, and there 
are yet other exotic plants to be found 
on the islands, introduced either by man 
or by the gulls. 
The colony of herring gulls (larus 
cachinnans) is the most important in Cata- 
lonia and the Paisos Catalans (8,000 
nesting pairs). It has a considerable in- 
fluence, as we have seen in the case of 
the vegetation, since it feeds at sea (or 
on mainland refuse tips) and defecates 
on the islands. Also, the gulls compete 
with other species of birds. Amongst the 
most important to be found on the Me- 
des are the cormorants (Phalacroco- 
rax), puffins (Puffinus), storm-petrels 
(Hydrobates) and kestrels (Falco). 
The rest of the land animals are of littie 
interest (in the words of Ramon Marga- 
lef, "they are made up of a handful of 
odds and ends"), and the abundance of 
gulls has undoubtedly played its part, 
but also the small size of the islands and 
their proximity to land. This simplifica- 
tion and relative lack of originality in 
the terrestrial fauna and flora disap- 
pears when you reach sea level and 
enter the cold, blue waters of the Me- 
des. The species living in the sea sur- 
rounding the islands make up a fasci- 
nating group of communities that are 
highly representative of the benthonic 
environment (the species living in asso- 
ciation with the sea-bottom) of the Me- 
diterranean. At the same time, the pe- 
lagic environment (the organisms that in- 
habit the open waters) is also quite 
unique. Let us see why. 
The sea-bottom off the Medes has 
probably been better studied than any- 
where else in the Catalan, or even the Ibe- 
rian Mediterranean: for the last twenty 
years research undertaken in the area 
has listed the species of algae, iriverte- 
brates and fish; their distribution in 
communities has been studied and an 
in-depth study of the way some of them 
function has got under way: h e  fields d 
Posidonia, the underwater caves, the 
coastal fish, etc. This research continuss 
today, and is providing invaluable in- 
formatbn about the dynamirs of h e  
marine ecosystems of h e  Mediterro- 
nean. 
The cartography shows some of h e  first 
reslilts of this reseorch: the underwater 
communities of the Medes. 
Amongst these communities there are 
some very interesting ones: for ~emm- 
ple, the ledge or "walkway" surround- 
ing the rocks at water level in some 
areas, formed by h e  accumulation of 
solidified calcareous algae; or the 
layers of photophile algae hat  coat h e  
stones and rocks of the coast. Another 
of these communities are the fields of 
Posidonia oceanica, a marins phanero- 
gam that forms prairies h o s e  ecologi- 
cal importanre as producers of organir 
material, shelter for many animals and 
protection of the coastline throughout 
the Mediterranean is well known. b t  
the sandy bottoms and gentle dopes 
where these prairies are to be found 
are not the most spectacular areas 
around the islands. These are to be 
found in the underwater cliffs, which fati 
vertically to considerable 'depths, inhab- 
ited by the shade-loving algae, the 
fields of gorgonias and h e  corallige- 
nous community, and the openings of 
the underwater caves and tunnels. 
The coralligenous community, which 
owes its name to the former bslief that 
this underwater community gave riss to 
the true or red coral lCorallium ruibrum), 
is a conglomerate of calcareous algae 
and invertebrates with calcareous skel- 
etons that compress the loose sedi- 
ments and tum them into buildings 
crossed by countless holes, wacks and 
lairs, rather like a Gruyere cheese. In his 
labyrinth, which is  constantiy being builr 
and destroyed by the activity of these 
organisms, live hundreds of different 
species of marine invertebrates. Over 
these organic buildings we find unusual 
"vegetation": the gorgonias ithe multi- 
coloured Parumuricea cluvatcl and h e  
white Eunicelfa), which are colonial, and 
tree-Iike unemones; the Bryozoa, which 
fit together to form cofonies like deli- 
cate porcelain; h e  worms in fheir coria- 
ceous or cakareous tubes; h e  different 
coloured ascidia; the brightiy coloured 
sponges, etc. Al1 this kaleidoscopic 
weuhh, af organisms that feed on the 
particles suspended in h e  water Iplank- 
teml aman indkatian that the sea that 
b h e s  the Hedes lsles is rich in nu- 
trienfs, which come both from the 
norttierni currents and, especially, from the 
marby mouth of the Ter. 
Tbis abundante df food in the open 
water ¡a more diífimlt ta find ni the under- 
mter .caves, the realm of perpetua1 
darkr lwhere pranfs can lnat survive1 and 
where the aaimcil Iife-fs just a reduced 
\r6pre,serurdtion ,of tkiat: of the open, sun- 
litTtwagen.,Buf om the walls arrd ceilings 
a f s c m ~  and ,tonnels fof whictt. there are 
maqy -af a loitge size on the Medes, 
8be.cawse of the Kasstic -nafwre of the 
islmdd there are o greaf number of 
drange, delícate otaanisms, and in the 
m ~ s t  sesluded spots we come across 
deep-sea creatures, which enioy the 
dark and stable atmosphere here that 
they would otherwise find at greater 
depths. Some years ago, these caves 
(some af which have interna1 air cham- 
bers) were inhabited by seals, but the 
Mediferranean seal has now been 
dfiven out o# the area. This is not the case 
with the cetaceans, and there is a dol- 
phin at the Medes whieh in recent times 
seems to be an assiduous visitor to the 
isles. 
In h e  middle af ihe Posidonia fields, in 
the holes in the coralligenous blocks, 
inside the caves, in the open water, the 
fish are the other great aftraction for 
the diver. Because of rhe greaf number 
of fish around the Medes Isles, they 
form enormous shoals. íhese fish are 
not timid [in fact they approach the di- 
vers, and sometimes even ask for food) 
and, even more unusual, the parsimo- 
nidus Red Crouper (Epinephelus gua- 
zal, the gredt sea-dace (Djcentrarchus 
labraxl, the immense gilt-head (Sparus 
aurata), to) name jwsf a few of the most 
interecting species, are as abvrldant as 
ever, according, to h e  old fishermen. 
The beauty and uniqueness of the Me- 
des lsles has meant that for some time 
and 'from different points of víew some 
kind of protective status has been de- 
manded for them. This materialized in 
1983, when an order of the Catalan 
parliament created the Fishing Reserve 
and basicatly banned fishing and the 
extraction of live marine resources? fro'm 
the islands' coastline, as well as hea- 
vily restricting access and visitors. Sub- 
sequently, in 1990, a law was passed 
on the Conservation of the Marine Fau- 
na of the Medes Isles, extending the 
protected zone (the protected perime- 
ter went from 75 to 200 metresl, modi- 
fying the protection (in the sense that 
certain types of traditianal fPshing 
methods'can still be practised) and estab- 
lishing the reserve's administrative 
structure. 
The protedion of the sea around the 
Medes lsles has clearly had a positive 
effect. As we have seen, there has been 
an increase in the. number of fish spe- 
cies, the number of individuals making 
up each population, and the size of the 
individuals of most species, and the fish 
are less evasive. This, then, is a positive 
effect of the reserve, the effect that was 
hoped for when the protection was es- 
tablished. But the abundance and 
variety of fish, the beauty of the under- 
water cliffs with their covering of gorgo- 
nias, the impressive architecture and the 
decoration of the underwater caves 
and tunnels attract, as I have said, a 
great quantity of "underwater tourists". 
In the "high" season (which is not just 
the summer), something in the order of 
3,000 divers a day may visit the most 
interesting underwater areas (the caves 
and grottoes and the forests of gor- 
gonia). In 1991, an estimated 100,000 
dives were made off the Medes. 
Below water there is not the surveil- 
lance that on the surface prevents access 
to the reseived areas. Some divers 
"forget" the strict regulations that for- 
bid the removal or damaging of orga- 
nisms, and tear off gorgonias, coral or 
whatever they can find, with the idea of 
taking home a souvenir (which they la- 
ter find arrives black and smelling of 
earth), or they intentionally break up 
sea-urchins so as to feed the fish, or 
else they find some other way of dis- 
turbing the behaviour of species that are 
not used to these underwater caravans. 
Even the divers who behave can hardly 
help trampling the sea bottom, or dam- 
aging with their hands, knees, elbows 
or flippers the organisms as delicate as 
fine porcelain that cover the walls; nei- 
ther can they prevent the bubbles given 
off by their breathing apparatus from 
accumulating on the ceilings of caves 
and tunnels and killing the crust of or- 
ganisms clinging there. The result is that 
certain underwater areas have been 
trodden down, and the archipelago's 
most emblematic communities (the coral, 
the forests of gorgonias, the caves) are 
showing evident signs of degradation. 
The constant coming and going of 
boats, the waste they dump into the 
water, the pollution, the effect of the 
anchors on the fields of Posidonia and 
the poaching by some fishermen, temp- 
ted by the enormous wealth of fish, are 
further threats to the integrity of a fish- 
ing reserve which precisely in this .way 
is  paying the price of fame. Degrada-, 
tion as a result of visitors to protected 
areas is nothing new, either at sea or 
on land, but it seems absurd, if not 
counterproductive, that the cause 
should be precisely the charm and the 
beauty of the area. 
The work of the newly created Medes 
lslands Trust and the certainty that div- 
ing clubs, fishermen, divers and admin- 
istration will eventually realise that it is 
not profitable to kill the hen that lays 
the golden eggs will undoubtedly stop 
this degradation. Similarly, we can ex- 
pect an agreement to be reached be- 
tween the- Catalan administration, on 
whom the protection of the submerged 
part of the islands depends, and the 
Spanish administration, which is still re- 
sponsible for the part above water, at 
present not fully protected. Meanwhile, 
Catalan and foreign underwater visitors 
find an underwater paradise -iust 
around the corner, so to speak- which 
concentrates great beauty and interest 
in a few hectares of sea. ¤ 
